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Abstract 
 
In recent years sustainable supply chain management (SSCM) has become an 
increasingly important means of managing the negative environmental and social impacts 
of a firm’s operational activities. However, despite the fact that small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) make up a significant portion of the world’s employment and turnover, 
research on sustainable supply chain management has mainly examined the topic from the 
perspective of large corporations. This is alarming since tackling wicked problems such as 
climate change necessitates the active involvement of all businesses, regardless of their size. 
Furthermore,  the  challenge  and  complexity  of  sustainable  supply  chain  management  is 
neither exclusive to large companies, nor can it be assumed to be exactly the same for small 
businesses.  
Currently only two empirical studies evaluate the SSCM practices of small businesses 
as the focal buying firm. In order to address this sizeable research gap, this study aimed to 
identify the concrete practices adopted by SMEs as well as any contextual factors that frame 
this adoption, such as drivers and barriers. The research problem was approached through 
a qualitative multiple case study focusing on the processed food industry. Eight in-depth 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives of small food businesses 
in Finland, Estonia, Germany, and the United Kingdom. Both data collection and analysis 
were guided by the conceptual framework, modified from the SSCM literature and created 
for the purposes of this study. Thematic coding was the primary method for identifying 
patterns and emergent themes in the data set.  
The findings suggest that prior research does not adequately account for the unique 
implementation of SSCM in small businesses in the food industry. Oftentimes practices (for 
example supplier selection and assessment) are informal and unsystematic, regardless of 
the importance attributed to them within the company. Similarly, a sustainability 
orientation  is  not  necessarily  exhibited  with  distinct  management  policies,  as  in  larger 
firms. Small businesses place more emphasis on developing long-term, trusting 
relationships, particularly with their strategic partners. This trust and closeness can be a 
substitute for advanced SSCM practices, but also imbues the businesses with bargaining 
power.  Finally,  the  findings  also  showed  that  considerable  differences  can  be  found 
amongst  small  businesses  according  to  their  size;  larger  small  businesses  faced  fewer 
resource constraints and were more likely to implement multiple practices than smaller 
ones.   
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Viime  vuosina  toimitusketjun  vastuullisesta  hallinnasta  on  tullut  entistä  tärkeämpi 
keino  hallita  yritysten  operatiivisten  toimintojen  haitallisia  sosiaalisia  ja  ympäristöllisiä 
vaikutuksia. Vaikka pienet ja keskisuuret yritykset edustavat merkittävää osuutta 
maailman työllisyydestä ja liikevaihdosta, vastuullisen toimitusketjunhallinnan tutkimus 
on  pääsääntöisesti  tarkastellut  aihetta  suurten  korporaatioiden  näkökulmasta.  Tämä  on 
huolestuttavaa, sillä “pirullisten ongelmien” kuten ilmastonmuutoksen ratkominen vaatii 
aktiivista osallistumista kaikilta yrityksiltä, koosta riippumatta. Vastuullisen 
toimitusketjunhallinnan  haasteellisuus  ja  monimutkaisuus  ei  ole  yksinomaan  suurten 
yritysten asia, eikä sen voi toisaalta myöskään olettaa olevan täysin samanlaista pienille 
yrityksille. 
Tällä  hetkellä  on  olemassa  ainoastaan  kaksi  empiiristä  tutkimusta,  joissa  pienten 
yritysten  vastuullisia  toimitusketjunhallinta  käytäntöjä  arvioidaan  niin,  että  pienyritys 
toimii keskiössä olevana ostavana yrityksenä. Vastatakseen tähän merkittävään aukkoon 
alan tutkimuksessa, tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on identifioida pienyritysten 
omaksumat  käytänteet,  sekä  muut  mahdollisesti  samassa  yhteydessä  ilmenevät  ajurit, 
esteet ja muut tekijät. Tutkimusongelmaa lähestyttiin kvalitatiivisen 
monitapaustutkimuksen  menetelmin,  prosessoidun  ruokateollisuuden  ollen  fokuksessa. 
Tutkimusdata kerättiin puolistrukturoiduilla syvähaastatteluilla, joita toteutettiin 
kahdeksan  kappaletta  eri  yritysten  edustajien  kanssa  Suomesta,  Virosta,  Saksasta  ja 
Englannista. Datan keräystä ja analyysiä ohjasi käsitteellinen viitekehys, joka rakennettiin 
tutkimusta varten kirjallisuuden pohjalta. Uusia teemoja ja samankaltaisuuksia 
tunnistettiin käyttäen temaattista koodausta keskeisenä aineiston 
analysointimetodologiana. 
Tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että aiempi tutkimus ei kykene riittävän hyvin 
kuvaamaan pienyritysten vastuullista toimitusketjunhallintaa ruoka-alalla. Usein 
käytänteet, kuten toimittajien valinta ja arviointi, ovat epävirallisia ja epäsystemaattisia, 
huolimatta niiden tärkeydestä yrityksen sisällä. Vastuullisuuden ilmentyminen yrityksessä 
ei näyttäytynyt tiettyinä konkreettisina menettelytapoina, kuten on tavallisempaa suurissa 
yrityksissä. Pienet yritykset painottavat enemmän pitkäaikaisten ja luottavaisten suhteiden 
rakentamista,  etenkin  strategisesti  tärkeiden  kumppaneiden  kanssa.  Tämä  läheisyys  ja 
luottamus voi siten toimia korvikkeena kehittyneempien käytänteiden toimeenpanolle, ja 
myös tuoda pienille yrityksille enemmän neuvotteluvoimaa. Tutkimustulokset myös 
osoittivat, että yritysten koolla on merkitys. Isommat pienyritykset kohtasivat vähemmän 
resurssihaasteita ja implementoivat todennäköisemmin useampia käytänteitä, kuin 
pienemmät.   
 
Avainsanat toimitusketjunhallinta, vastuullisuus, yrityksen yhteiskuntavastuu 
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Key Terms  
 
SME  Small and medium-sized enterprises  Small  enterprises  have  a  headcount  of 
less than 50 persons and an annual 
turnover  of  less  than  or  equal  to  €10 
million. The respective figures for 
medium-sized enterprises are < 250 and 
≤ € 50 million (European Commission, 
n.d.b).  
SC Supply chain  A set of three or more entities 
(organizations  or  individuals)  directly 
involved in the upstream and 
downstream flows of products, services, 
finances, and/or information from a 
source  to  a  customer  (Mentzer  et  al, 
2001).  
  
SSCM Sustainable supply chain management  The management of material, 
information and capital flows as well as 
cooperation among companies along the 
supply chain while taking goals from all 
three dimensions of sustainable 
development, i.e., economic, 
environmental  and  social,  into  account 
which  are  derived  from  customer  and 
stakeholder  requirements  (Seuring  and 
Muller 2008). 
SCoC Supplier code of conduct A  set  of  rules  defining  the  tolerated 
processes and best practices applied by 
one’s suppliers. The goal of such a code 
is to ensure that suppliers are providing 
safe working conditions, pay their 
workers properly and respect the 
environment according to the company 
standards (Duteil, 2017). 
CSR Corporate social responsibility  The continuing commitment by 
business to behave ethically and 
contribute to economic development 
while improving the quality of life of the 
workforce and their families as well as 
of  the  local  community  and  society  at 
large (World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development, 1999).  
 Focal company Those companies that usually (1) rule or 
govern the supply chain, (2) provide the 
direct  contact  to  the  customer,  and  (3) 
design  the  product  or  service  offered 
(Seuring and Muller, 2008). 
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1. Introduction  
Since the publication of the alarming and widely disseminated IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate  Change)  Report  in  October  2018,  there  seems  to  have  been  a  renewed  urgency  in 
highlighting the effects current production and consumption patterns are having on the 
environment. While citizens across the globe are considering their own personal habits, companies 
are facing increased pressure from both above, in the form of regulators and investors, and below 
from customers, to mitigate their impact (Scott, 2019). In fact, the prominent research firm Nielsen 
declared 2018 the year of the ‘Influential Sustainable Consumer’, with this trend set to continue 
into the next decade (Nielsen, 2018).     
For companies, a key component of addressing the unsustainable practices that occur as 
part of their operational activities, is more considered management of the supply chain. As supply 
chains have grown increasingly complex owing to megatrends such as globalization and 
outsourcing,  so  has  the  imperative  to  evaluate  both  their  environmental  and  social  effects.  In 
academic research this concept is commonly referred to as sustainable supply chain management. 
In the past two decades sustainable supply chain management, or SSCM, has moved from the 
fringes of research to a secure spot in the mainstream (Pagell and Shevchenko, 2014), as evidenced 
among other things by the rapid rise in articles in peer-reviewed journals (Touboulic and Walker, 
2015). However, while there has been significant research on topics such as the drivers of and 
barriers to SSCM, and the concrete practices being employed, research is still mainly focused on 
large, multinational companies or corporations. This echoes a wider tendency to ignore small and 
medium size enterprises in public debates on sustainability, as well as in policymaking (Block, 
2019; Bradford and Fraser, 2008) and overall media coverage.  
Yet small and medium-sized businesses, or SMEs, play a substantial role in the global 
economy as both an employer and in terms of output. As an example, SMEs currently make up 
approximately 50% of turnover and 60% of employment in the food sector in Europe 
(FoodDrinkEurope, 2017). It’s surprising then that they should be so largely overlooked in both 
academic research and popular discussion, especially since they are facing similar pressures as 
large companies to manage their supply chains sustainably (World Trade report 2016). Where 
SMEs are studied in academia the focus is typically either on general CSR or sustainability in the 
company, or the SME as an upstream supplier to other larger companies (Touboulic and Walker, 
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2015b; van Hoof and Thiell, 2014; Ayuso et. al, 2013; Baden et. al, 2009). Very rarely is the SME 
regarded as the focal company that manages their own supply chain. In fact, only two empirical 
studies stand out has having examined SMEs from the buyer perspective (Pederson, 2009; Ciliberti 
et al, 2008). 
Thus, there exists a clear gap in the literature when it comes to understanding the ways that 
SMEs implement sustainable practices in their supply chains, the motivations or pressures driving 
them, and the challenges they might face. This gap has been explicitly acknowledged as many 
researchers have called for further inquiry into SSCM in SMEs (Kot, 2018; European Commission, 
2015; Hassini et al., 2012; Walker et al, 2008; De Bakker and Nijhof, 2002) or non-industry leaders 
(Sajjad et al., 2015). Small companies might naturally be assumed to have differing capabilities 
and resources, since as Lepoutre and Heene (2006) state, they are not “little big firms”. This is 
perhaps why some studies even specifically indicate that their findings are not applicable to smaller 
firms (Walker and Jones, 2012).  
The purpose of this thesis is to address this sizeable research gap, and empirically examine 
SSCM from the perspective of small and medium-sized enterprises, taking into consideration their 
unique  characteristics  vis-à-vis  larger  corporations.  The  food  industry,  and  processed  food 
products more specifically, is chosen as the focal industry for the research since it is the EU’s 
biggest manufacturing sector in terms of jobs and value-added (European Commission, n.d.a) and 
frequently appears in research on both SCM and SSCM. Additionally, all firms in the industry 
regardless  of  size  must  deal  with  health,  safety  and  quality  standards,  which  indicates  a 
predisposition to managing the supply chain (Beske et al., 2014).      
1.1 Research Objectives and Questions        
This thesis seeks to further understanding of sustainable supply chain management in small and 
medium-sized enterprises in the food industry. The objective is to examine the concrete policies 
and practices that are in place at an operational level, as well as any contextual factors affecting 
their implementation, such as stakeholder pressures or other antecedents. On a theoretical level, 
the thesis also aims to assess whether the existing frameworks and research found in the literature 
regarding SSCM accurately apply to SMEs. More specifically, this might relate to whether there 
are certain practices that are missing from the literature or that necessitate more or less emphasis 
in regard to smaller businesses. 
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Overall,  the  goal  is  to  address  the  aforementioned  research  gap  and  gain  a  better 
comprehension  of  the  way  that  SSCM  is  implemented  in  SMEs  in  the  food  industry  and  the 
particular  capabilities  or  resources  that  frame  this  implementation.  In  order  to  achieve  this 
objective, the following research questions will need to be answered.    
 
What SSCM practices are adopted by SMEs in the food industry?  
 
What are the drivers and barriers for implementation?  
 
1.2 Research Structure  
This  thesis  is  divided  into  six  chapters.  In  the  following  chapter  the  theoretical  basis  for  the 
research is discussed. This includes definition and development of the SSCM concept, current 
understanding  of  SMEs  within  the  SSCM  context,  as  well  as  SSCM  practices.  Next,  the 
methodology of the thesis will be clarified, along with information on the focal industry and the 
case companies. Then the findings of the empirical research are laid out, followed by a discussion 
of the main results and patterns that arose from the findings. The thesis concludes with a summary 
of the main findings, implications and suggestions for further research.  
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2. Literature Review  
This chapter, consisting of six sections, reviews the relevant academic literature on sustainable 
supply chain management. The first two sections provide background on SSCM and chart the 
evolution of the topic. The third section introduces the conceptual framework, which is later used 
to analyze the main SSCM practices in section five. Section four gives an overview of SMEs in 
the  SSCM  context,  and  finally  the  last  section  synthesizes  the  literature  to  create  the  revised 
conceptual model.  
2.1 Defining Sustainable Supply Chain Management  
In  their  intriguingly  titled  article  ‘Why  sustainable  supply  chain  management  should  have  no 
future’ (2014), authors Pagell and Shevchenko argue that while the incorporation of sustainability 
into traditional supply chain management has been a welcome development, in an ideal situation 
there would be no need for a separate discipline called sustainable supply chain management. In 
order to create supply chains that are truly sustainable, and not just a bit more sustainable, the 
authors state that all SCM research should be considered SSCM research, instead of the novelty 
or nice-to-have that they currently believe it to be.  
While history will likely be on Pagell and Shevchenko’s side, and the two disciplines will 
eventually converge, for now it still makes sense to understand what is meant by sustainable supply 
chain  management  specifically,  considering  its  distinct  segregation  in  the  literature.  SSCM  is 
defined by Seuring and Muller (2008, p. 1700) as “the management of material, information and 
capital flows as well as cooperation among companies along the supply chain while taking goals 
from all three dimensions of sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and social, 
into account which are derived from customer and stakeholder requirements.” This definition is 
popular among academics, and for good reason (found in among others: Koberg and Longoni, 
2018; Dubey et al., 2017; Grimm et al., 2014; Meixell and Luoma, 2014). For one it clearly sets 
out the triple bottom line orientation (environmental, social, and economic), which distinguishes 
SSCM from traditional supply chain management (Beske and Seuring, 2014). Elkington’s (1997) 
seminal Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework has been widely deployed across both popular and 
academic literature and contends that a firm’s success should be measured not only by its bottom 
line, but also by its social and environmental performance. Furthermore, good performance along 
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all  three  dimensions  will  purportedly  lead  to  long-term  economic  benefits  and  competitive 
advantage, as well as having a positive impact on people and the planet. Carter and Rogers (2008) 
utilized  this  framework  to  conceptualize  SSCM  as  existing  at  the  intersection  of  the  three 
aforementioned spheres in a Venn diagram, as shown in the figure below.  
 
 
Secondly, the definition emphasizes cooperation among companies along the supply chain. 
Cooperation  is  also  a  key  element  of  traditional  supply  chain  management  as  the  effective 
coordination of flows in an increasingly globalized world, as well as customer expectations of 
quality, timeliness, and flexibility, necessitate closer relationships (Mentzer et al, 2001). However, 
with SSCM companies often have to take an even longer part of the supply chain into account than 
they would, based on purely economic rational (Beske and Seuring, 2014; Seuring and Muller, 
2008). Corporate scandals such as the Nike sweatshop scandal in the late 1990’s, which ousted the 
company for poor working conditions at its suppliers’ facilities, have highlighted the need for a 
broader view of the supply chain (beyond the first/second tiers) when considering environmental 
and social/ethical dimensions. The public, media, and other stakeholders also seem willing to hold 
companies to account for transgressions occurring far from the focal company in the supply chain 
(Hoffman et al., 2014), adding additional impetus. Other authors also underline the importance of 
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collaboration  and  the  strength  of  relationships  within  the  supply  chain  as  integral  to  SSCM 
(Touboulic  and  Walker,  2015;  Sharfman  et  al,  2009),  hence  the  value  of  including  it  in  the 
definition.  
Thirdly, the definition explicitly mentions “customer and stakeholder requirements” as the 
source  of  the  sustainability  goals  a  firm  undertakes.  Stakeholders  may  include  governments, 
NGOs, shareholders, communities, the media, and employees, among many others. While not all 
definitions of SSCM include an explicit mention of stakeholders (Ahi and Searcy, 2013), they 
should be recognized as having legitimate requirements to the supply chain’s activities (Beske et 
al., 2014) and scholars generally accept that pressure from stakeholders is an integral driver of 
adopting SSCM policies and practices (Harms et al., 2013; Seuring and Muller, 2008; Banerjee, 
2003).  According  to  Meixell  and  Luoma  (2014)  stakeholders  are  instrumental  in  both  raising 
awareness about sustainability within companies as well as influencing the adoption of specific 
goals.  Particularly  in  today’s  political  and  cultural  climate,  and  with  the  rise  of  social  media, 
stakeholders can seemingly make or break companies and often have platforms through which to 
communicate their sustainability-related requirements.      
Finally, the definition builds on the key elements of traditional SCM. As identified in their 
review of SCM definitions, Ahi and Searcy (2013) highlight the top three characteristics of SCM 
as being (1) flow focus, (2) coordination focus, and (3) stakeholder focus, all of which feature 
explicitly in Seuring and Muller’s definition. Performance focus – another of the characteristics 
mentioned  by  Ahi  and  Searcy  –  is  also  visible  in  the  definition.  Moreover,  their  mention  of 
information and capital flows in addition to material flows acknowledges the broadening of the 
discipline from an earlier concentration mainly on material flows (Burgess et al, 2006).       
For  the  purposes  of  this  thesis,  Seuring  and  Muller’s  definition  is  also  useful  for 
understanding what SSCM is not. By including the Triple Bottom Line orientation, the authors 
make  a  clear  distinction  between  SSCM  and  green  supply  chain  management,  which  focuses 
heavily on the environmental aspect of sustainability at the exclusion of the social. To some extent 
the  terms  “sustainable”  and  “environmental”  have  been  used  interchangeably  in  the  literature 
leading to confusion and misunderstanding, however, there seems to be a move towards a more 
unified equating of sustainability with the triple bottom line (Carters and Easton, 2011). There was 
also a tendency early on to emphasize environmental issues in research, though as time goes by 
there is an increasing adoption of the TBL approach, despite the fact that this entails a higher 
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degree of complexity (Ahi and Searcy, 2013). That being said literature reviews still indicate a 
clear favoritism toward the environmental lens when comparing articles that only include one or 
two dimensions (Ashby et al, 2012; Carters and Easton, 2011; Seuring and Muller, 2008) and even 
when both were discussed the emphasis was typically on environmental rather than social practices 
(Ashby et al, 2012). This is perhaps because the environment is viewed as something ‘that can be 
managed [in order] to produce discrete, observable and measurable outcomes’ (Banerjee, 2010 
p.153), whereas the social dimension is considered more ambiguous from the corporate 
perspective  (p.162).  It  may  also  be  that  corporations  more  readily  share  information  about 
environmental gains such as C02 reductions, rather than wages or working conditions, which may 
be considered more contentious and sensitive. Though both green and socially sustainable supply 
chain management certainly have considerable overlap with SSCM, they will be excluded from 
the scope of this thesis as they do not conform to the triple bottom line orientation.  
Other similar concepts including green/sustainable/responsible purchasing or procurement 
will also remain outside of the scope of this thesis. This is because purchasing is not synonymous 
with  supply  chain  management,  rather  it  can  be  considered  an  activity  within  SCM  and  thus 
findings may not be generalizable to SCM as a whole. On the other hand, concepts like ‘responsible 
chain management’ (De Bakker and Nijhof, 2002) and ‘CSR in the supply chain’ (Ayuso et al, 
2013; Pederson, 2009; Ciliberti et al, 2008) are considered applicable since in reality CSR and 
sustainability often tend to be regarded as synonyms in the corporate context (Van Marrewijk, 
2003).    
2.2 Development of the Discipline  
Compared to other disciplines of management and economics, SSCM is still a relatively young 
field of research (Brandenburg and Rebs, 2015), and it is only in the past two decades that it has 
been  researched  more  extensively.  The  field  has  seen  a  surge  of  articles  since  2008,  whereas 
influential research in similar disciplines like sustainability and corporate social responsibility can 
be traced back to the 1970’s and 80’s (Touboulic and Walker, 2015a). SSCM was born from an 
understanding of the strategic importance of supply chain activities in the successful long-term 
economic performance of the firm as well as in its sustainability outcomes (Touboulic and Walker, 
2015a). Originally it was the minimization of waste, a core component of SCM, that developed 
into the linking of environmental management with the optimization of economic performance – 
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what we might now refer to as green SCM (Beske and Seuring, 2014).  It wasn’t until the early 
2000’s that the field began to converge from standalone conceptions of issues like the environment 
and human rights, to consideration of the interrelationships among these as well as other aspects 
of social responsibility (Carter and Rogers, 2008). Although initially confined to specific activities 
within SCM such as purchasing and logistics (Drumwright, 1994; Murphy et al., 1994), the field 
gradually  grew  to  encompass  a  more  holistic  view  of  SCM  as  well  as  the  aforementioned 
environmental-social-economic “triple bottom line” approach. SSCM has strong links to corporate 
sustainability and might in fact be considered as falling under its umbrella. The term emerged 
following the Brundtland Report of 1987, which presented the results of the work conducted by 
the World Commission on the Environment and Development, including the classic definition for 
sustainability as, “development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (p.8).  
 SSCM  has  garnered  criticism  for  its  apparent  lack  of  theoretical  basis  (Touboulic  and 
Walker, 2015a; Carter & Easton, 2011; Mollenkofp et al., 2009; Carter & Rogers, 2008) with 
approximately half of articles displaying no theoretical framing (Quarshie et al., 2016). Research 
tends  to  be  atheoretical,  or  lean  on  a  few  popular  theories,  whereas  Carter  and  Easton  (2011) 
believe  a  more  diverse  utilization  of  theory  could  provide  novel  insights  into  the  field.  The 
perceived overrepresentation of descriptive research has even led some academics to call the field 
immature and conceptually underdeveloped (Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012 p. 235). Currently 
the field is dominated by so-called macro theories, which take a strategic and organizational rather 
than individual or behavioral perspective. Touboulic and Walker (2015a) speculate that this may 
be because of the field’s evolution from SCM, which also tends to take quite a macro approach.  
As it stands the most prevalent theories used in SSCM research are the resource-based view 
(RBV) and stakeholder theory (Quarshie et al., 2016; Touboulic and Walker, 2015a; Meixell and 
Luoma, 2014). RBV looks at the valuable, rare, inimitable, non-substitutable resources that a firm 
possesses and the way these are utilized to gain competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). In the 
context of SSCM this refers to the unique sustainability-related competences in the firm’s supply 
chain (Touboulic and Walker, 2015a). Closely related to and building on RBV is the dynamics 
capabilities theory, which is also popular in the literature. Dynamic capabilities can be defined as 
“the capacity of an organization to purposefully create, extend, or modify its resource base” in 
order to reach higher economic value than its competitors in changing markets (Helfat et al., 2009). 
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Stakeholder  theory  on  the  other  hand  views  the  firm  not  as  a  set  of  resources,  but  rather  as  a 
network of stakeholders, in which their inclusion into the actions of the firm is the key to long-
term survival and success (Freeman, 1984). The theory is normative in the sense that it suggests 
there should be a fit between the “values of the corporation and its managers, the expectations of 
stakeholders and the societal issues which will determine the ability of the firm to sell its products” 
(Freeman, 1984 p. 107). Stakeholder theory is typically used to analyze the pressures emanating 
from stakeholders as well as responsibilities towards them (Meixell and Luoma, 2014; Park-Poaps 
and Rees, 2010), whereas RBV and its related theories looks more at the performance outcomes 
of SSCM (Paulraj, 2011; Gold et al., 2010) (Touboulic and Walker, 2015a).     
SSCM is frequently viewed through an economic lens, which would seem to make sense 
given its place in the management sciences and its origin in SCM. This perspective can commonly 
be seen in the emphasis on concepts like competitive advantage and risk management, which either 
grow or shield the bottom line. According to Brockhaus et al. (2013), there is a general consensus 
amongst SCM researchers that companies can create competitive advantage through sustainability-
focused SC activities, this being particularly evident in the resource-based and dynamic 
capabilities views. However, there is some contention in how the economic dimension is regarded 
as  Carter  and  Easton  (2011)  declare  there  to  be  a  lack  of  explicit  incorporation  of  economic 
performance into responsibility frameworks, whereas Pagell and Shevchenko (2014) conversely 
believe  the  field  to  be  distorted  in  favor  of  profit  maximization  and  economically  beneficial 
practices. They elaborate that the “focus on profits may cause researchers to miss critical new 
practices since the set of practices that have positive economic and noneconomic impacts on chain 
performance will always be smaller than the set of practices that may improve some but not all of 
the triple bottom line”. Profit as the ultimate, if implicit, determinant of SSCM success does seem 
to recur in much of the literature.  
Another key characteristic in the development of the discipline has been its blatant focus 
on larger companies, or corporations. Indeed, the term corporate social responsibility, often used 
interchangeably  with  sustainability  in  SSCM  literature,  indicates  in  itself  a  focus  on  larger 
organizations  (Pederson,  2009).  The  large  buyer  firm  has  typically  been  the  favored  unit  of 
analysis (Touboulic and Walker, 2015a) and even when corporations are not mentioned explicitly, 
terms like “shareholders” and “top management” signal to the reader the size of the companies in 
question. This focus on large companies has also led to quite a top-down approach to SSCM, where 
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practices such as codes of conduct, not typically used by SMEs, are emphasized (Touboulic and 
Walker, 2015a; 2015b). As mentioned, there have been considerable calls for more research on 
SMEs  as  currently  there  appears  to  be  a  dearth  of  studies  in  the  field  (Kot,  2018;  European 
Commission, 2015; Hassini et al., 2012; Walker et al, 2008; De Bakker and Nijhof, 2002).  
Finally,  looking  beyond  the  theory,  Brockhaus  et  al.  (2013)  find  that  the  majority  of 
reviewed SSCM articles conclude that in practice SSCM implementation is fairly low. Pagell and 
Wu (2009) also assert that no supply chain that meets the criteria of “truly sustainable” exists 
today.  A  disheartening  study  by  Albino  et  al.  (2009)  found  that  SSCM  was  actually  the  least 
employed sustainability strategy across companies in the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index, 
while internally focused energy efficiency initiatives were the most popular initiative. This could 
be seen to reflect much of what is published in the media, where the sustainability highlights of 
large companies like Tesco are often seemingly confined to e.g. more energy efficient lighting or 
renewables (Johnston, 2017).  
2.3 Conceptualizing SSCM  
The conceptual framework that will be used as the theoretical basis for this thesis was developed 
by Beske and Seuring (2014). It is also the starting point for categorizing and analyzing the  
different  SSCM  practices  that  companies  can  employ  in  their  supply  chain.  According  to  the 
authors  the  framework  (see  Figure  2.  below)  is  intended  as  a  more  operational  rather  than 
theoretical framework, which suits the purpose of this thesis as the intention for the empirical 
research is to identify the concrete practices in use in the case companies.  
The  framework  tries  to  conceptualize  how  sustainable  performance  can  be  achieved 
through SCM, by looking at the strategic values, supply chain structure, and processes of the firm. 
Within these three meta categories, one can find firm orientation, continuity, collaboration, risk 
management, and proactivity. Furthermore, these categories include distinct practices, which are 
considered  the  operational  implementation  of  the  goals  of  each  category  (Beske  and  Seuring, 
2014).  The  authors  accept  that  the  majority  of  practices,  with  the  exception  of  stakeholder 
management and life cycle assessment, are not unique, but rather illustrate the fact that SSCM is 
a theoretical and practical broadening of SCM. Many practices may thus also be integral to SCM, 
but featured more prominently in SSCM, or naturally have a different end goal.  
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Taking a closer look at the framework, strategic values and orientation refer quite simply 
to the mindset of the company and how its outlook is integrated into the strategy and strategy 
formulation of the company. This is of critical importance since on their own many of the practices 
will not have the intended sustainable outcome, rather they need to be coupled with a particular 
orientation. For example, “Enhanced Communication” and “SC Partner Selection must be aligned 
with a strategy for sustainability in order to contribute to sustainability performance (Beske and 
Seuring, 2014). In the framework both a triple bottom line as well SCM orientation are included 
as antecedents for adopting the subsequent practices. The latter is likely included as it has been 
argued that a supply chain that performs well in traditional operational metrics will facilitate efforts 
at sustainability (Pagell and Wu, 2009).  
Next is structure, which consists of continuity and collaboration. As the name suggests this 
second stage is where the structure of the supply chain is set up, or more specifically the way that 
different partners work together is determined. Inclusion of the continuity category entails the 
assumption that a continuous, long-term, trusting relationship that is mutually beneficial for all 
participants is key to the sustainability performance of the focal firm. This norm is exhibited by 
practices such as partner selection and development, as well as long-term relationship building. 
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Closely  related  to  continuity  is  collaboration,  which  is  situated  both  in  the  structural  and 
operational (process) categories since organizational, logistical, and technological structures are 
needed in order to enable collaboration to exist in the first place, yet collaboration is ultimately 
achieved at the operational level. Collaboration is a step further from cooperation and presumes 
the  elements  of  trust  and  longevity  already  mentioned  in  the  continuity  category.  Essentially, 
collaboration is where many of the sustainable outcomes of the supply chain are actually realized 
(Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012), as illustrated by practices such as enhanced communication and 
joint development, which facilitate information sharing and the development of products.    
 Also, in the process categories are risk management and proactivity. The inclusion of risk 
management is built on the belief that companies engaging in sustainability and implementing 
SSCM practices are vulnerable to different and potentially even higher risks than those engaging 
merely in SCM (Beske and Seuring, 2014). Additionally, environmental/social risk reduction is 
often  seen  as  one  of  the  primary  drivers  for  SSCM.  Companies  can  selectively  monitor  their 
individual suppliers through audits and company visits and use standards and certifications more 
generally to target a broader range of stakeholders. Overall the highly demanding endeavor of 
monitoring environmental and social issues at the supplier, and sometimes even customer level, is 
one of the key elements that sets SSCM apart from SCM. Finally, proactivity is included owing to 
the presumption that simply by engaging in sustainability practices, companies can be considered 
proactive (Pagell and Wu, 2009). This is tied to the idea that these firms are “walking a new path” 
and thus need to develop new technologies and methodologies (Beske and Seuring, 2014). By 
managing and collaborating with their various stakeholders, companies can learn and innovate, 
ideally taking the full life cycle of their product into consideration already at the 
design/development stage.  
While split into five distinct categories, the conceptual model does also have considerable 
overlap, and could be contended at points. Through careful partner selection and the development 
of  long-term  relationships,  companies  are  also  undertaking  risk  management  and  not  just 
continuity. Enhanced communication with the goal of increased transparency and certainty is also 
undoubtedly a risk management practice in addition to collaboration, as is the management of 
stakeholders mentioned in the proactivity category. Thus, this raises the question of whether risk 
management  merits  its  own  category  of  practices  or  whether  it  might  be  more  appropriately 
considered a type of motivator or mediating factor in the model.  Similarly, proactivity may be 
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deemed a strategic value/orientation rather than a category of practices, as is the case with authors 
such  as  Pagell  and  Wu  (2009)  and  Paulraj  (2011)  whom  regard  “innovation  capability”  and 
“entrepreneurship” (both entail proactivity) as orientations in their conceptualizations of SSCM. 
The practice of stakeholder management in the category could easily fall under collaboration and 
learning and innovation might be considered “practices” that occur throughout all spheres of the 
model (inter-organizational learning is in fact referred to as the key value of collaboration), quickly 
making  the  proactivity  category  redundant.  Additionally,  the  line  between  the  continuity  and 
collaboration categories is not always clear cut as both serve to increase trust and longevity within 
the supply chain. As a model focused purely on concrete practices there is also an absence of 
motivators,  pressures,  or  incentives  regulating  the  adoption  of  practices.  However,  while  the 
conceptual model is not perfect, and many academics might see things differently, it will be used 
as a starting point for understanding the various practices within SSCM and developed further to 
better suit the purposes of this thesis.            
2.4 SMEs  
Before exploring SSCM practices in more detail, it is important to gain a deeper understanding of 
SMEs in the context of sustainable supply chain management. In this way concrete practices and 
policies can also be viewed and analyzed from the perspective of smaller businesses. SMEs, or 
small  and  medium-sized  enterprises,  are  defined  by  the  European  Commission  (n.d.b)  as 
businesses that have less than 50 employees and an annual turnover of less than 10 million euros 
(small), or less than 250 employees with an annual turnover of less than 50 million euros (medium). 
SMEs actually account for 99% of all businesses in the EU, and as mentioned in the introduction 
they make up approximately 50% of turnover and 60% of employment in the food sector in Europe 
(FoodDrinkEurope, 2017). While SMEs may mostly fly under the radar, for example in regard to 
media coverage (Jenkins, 2006), aggregately they have a significant impact on the economy, as 
well as the environment and society. In fact, it has been estimated that SMEs account for around 
60% of carbon dioxide emissions in the UK (Marshall Report, 1998) and even 70% of global 
pollution (Hillary, 2000). Yet, their impact is still often underestimated, both by SMEs themselves 
(Bradford and Fraser, 2008; Ciliberti et al., 2008; Hillary, 2000) and the wider public. For example, 
a 2002 survey of 1000 SMEs in the UK found that 86% of respondents believed that they did not 
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have an impact on the environment, despite acknowledging specific hazardous activities when 
later prompted (Revell and Blackburn, 2007).   
While SMEs are frequently referred to as a homogenous collective whole, with the defining 
characteristic being size (Wilkinson, 1999), they are in truth very heterogeneous and their behavior 
is influenced by varying factors (Lepoutre and Heene, 2006). Differences can occur across sectors 
and between size categories within the SME population (Morrissey and Pittaway, 2006) as well as 
a host of other dimensions. Regardless of this diversity, there is still an abundance of literature 
theorizing about the most common characteristics that SMEs portray. SMEs are often described as 
having  limited  resources  and  cash  flow,  few  customers,  being  engaged  in  “fire-fighting”,  and 
employing a more short-term rather than strategic focus (Hudson et al., 2001 cited in Parker et al., 
2009 p. 279). They purportedly lack the tools (Studer et al., 2006), capital (Ciliberti et al., 2008), 
knowledge/information  (Kechiche  and  Soparnot,  2012),  and  sometimes  even  interest  (Hillary, 
2000) to implement sustainable measures. Considerable emphasis in the literature is placed on the 
owner-manager and firm behavior may even be explained by his or her personal psychological 
characteristics  (Jenkins,  2006).  Related  to  this,  SMEs  are  often  considered  to  lack  formal 
management structures (Bolton, 1971) and operate in a non-hierarchical manner (Hudson et al., 
2001) with a focus on the more immediate community or locality (Laudal, 2011; Ciliberti et al., 
2008).  Owing  to  their  size  they  are  also  assumed  to  have  limited  bargaining  power  with  their 
suppliers  or  other  stakeholders  (Ciliberti  et  al.,  2008;  Jenkins,  2004)  implying  that  they  wield 
minimal influence. Perhaps surprisingly, a lack of empathy and even distrust of regulation and 
bureaucracy was also identified in the literature (Tilley, 2000; Petts et al, 1999), coupled with the 
somewhat paradoxical belief that governments should take the lead on sustainability issues through 
legislative action (Revell and Blackburn, 2005).  
For  the  most  part  SMEs  are  regarded  in  the  literature  as  being  less  sustainable  or 
sustainably minded than larger firms (Walker and Jones, 2012; Walker et al., 2008; Pagell et al, 
2004) owing to the particular characteristics described above. There are even studies showing that 
within  the  SME  categorization,  larger  SMEs  are  more  likely  to  manage  their  supply  chains 
sustainably than smaller SMEs (Pederson, 2009). Where SMEs are considered sustainable they are 
frequently  referred  to  as  “vulnerably  compliant”,  i.e.  compliance  with  environmental  or  social 
standards is more an outcome of good luck rather than good judgement on the part of the firm 
(Ciliberti et al., 2008; Petts et al., 1999), or they are inherently sustainable “without knowing it” 
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(Lepoutre and Heene, 2006). Drawing on the owner-manager focus, a sustainability-orientation is 
often explained as emanating from the personal motivations or values of the owner (Murillo and 
Lozano, 2006), rather than from a business case as presumed with larger corporations. This is in 
part  because  it  is  assumed  that  SMEs  on  the  one  hand  receive  little  pressure  from  external 
stakeholders such as customers or suppliers regarding their sustainability performance (Ciliberti 
et al., 2008; Hillary, 2000), and on the other have limited capability to communicate the activities 
in which they are involved to those stakeholders (Ciliberti et al., 2008), presumably limiting the 
building of a business case.  
Interestingly, while it is widely acknowledged that SMEs face many significant barriers, 
there is also frequent mention of the peculiar characteristics that may render SMEs conducive to 
sustainable management of the supply chain. Namely the flexibility that comes with a smaller size 
as well as an entrepreneurial mindset that is favorable to proactive and innovative behavior (Pagell 
and Wu, 2009). These will be discussed further in the SSCM practices section on entrepreneurship. 
Overall, there is also evidence to suggest that some findings around SME sustainability may be 
outdated.  In  a  cross-sectoral  study  of  220  UK  SMEs,  Revell  et  al.  (2010)  found  that  owner-
managers recognized that it was also their responsibility to help solve environmental problems, 
and they were actively involved in implementing practices. Motives were based not only on the 
“push” of legislation, but the “pull” of cost savings, new customers, and good publicity, suggesting 
that  SMEs  may  be  coming  around  to  the  business  case  for  sustainability.  The  authors  also 
mentioned that the unprecedented levels of media attention in the UK on issues such as climate 
change were reverberating throughout the small business community.  
While no empirical research in the context of SSCM was found, there is also reason to 
believe that the wide proliferation of social media platforms has increased SME interaction with 
customers, which may serve as additional external stakeholder pressure. Atanassova and Clark 
(2015) explain that social media is in many ways suitable to SMEs as it is inexpensive, easy to 
implement, requires limited technological knowledge, and is adaptable to the types of personal 
networking and relationship building approaches already practiced by SMEs. Moreover, it can 
help small businesses overcome the restrictions that their limited partners and geographic location 
may impose (Barnes et al., 2012). Against this backdrop it is questionable whether SMEs still 
remain largely invisible and insulated from the external pressures emanating from the 
media/NGOs/communities, as was postulated by Jenkins (2006, 2004). There may be considerable 
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difference between SMEs as suppliers of larger companies and SMEs as focal companies, buyers, 
or  consumer-facing  brands,  as  was  also  observed  by  Bowen  (2000)  who  considered  the  size-
visibility relationship to be moderated by the type of business and the community context. Rarely, 
if ever, are these types of distinctions made in the literature.   
There has been some criticism that SMEs are being unfairly judged in the SSCM literature, 
without a rigorous understanding of their practices (Morrisey and Pittaway, 2006). As mentioned, 
only  two  empirical  SSCM  studies  with  SMEs  as  the  focal  buying  organization  have  been 
identified, meaning this could very well be the case. As of yet, literature on SMEs is still largely 
focused on generic CSR, with extrapolations being made to SSCM.   
2.5 SSCM Practices 
The next section explores the concrete SSCM practices found in the literature. 
2.5.1 Drivers  
While the pressures or motivators for adopting SSCM practices are not covered explicitly in the 
conceptual model by Beske and Seuring (2014), there is still a case for examining them in the 
thesis as there is a general consensus in the literature that the drive to adopt SSCM emanates from 
distinct internal and external sources (Harms et al., 2013; Seuring and Muller, 2008; Banerjee, 
2003). The strategic values of a company and its orientation are not conceived in a vacuum, but 
rather are the result of a myriad of factors. Scholars typically divide said factors, or sustainability 
motivators/drivers, into internal and external motivators (Sajjad et al., 2015; Walker et al., 2008), 
with  internal  motivators  being  further  divided  into  instrumental  and  normative  motivators. 
Instrumental rationality regards the firm as a vessel for wealth creation and CSR as a strategic tool 
for promoting the company’s economic objectives. Corresponding motivators for SSCM might 
include  for  example  cost  reduction,  efficiency  gains  or  risk  management  (Sajjad  et  al.,  2015). 
Internal normative motivators on the other hand arise from the ethical or moral considerations of 
the owners, managers, or employees of the firm and would tend to include value-based orientations 
such as integrity or a concern for the well-being of the planet or community (Sajjad et al., 2015).  
External motivators are closely linked to stakeholder theory and stakeholder management 
with  pressures  arising  from  various  sources  such  as  governments,  customers,  NGOs,  and 
competitors. Chkanikova and Mont (2012) developed a useful categorization for these motivators 
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based on a taxonomy of institutional factors originally suggested by Hoffmann (2000). In the figure 
below  external  drivers  are  divided  into  resource,  regulatory,  market,  and  social  factors.  Here 
factors like customer demands, government legislation, competitive advantage and civil society 
pressure,  like  the  campaign  against  Nestle  by  Greenpeace  for  sourcing  unsustainable  palm  oil 
(Wolf, 2014), would all fall under the umbrella of external motivators/drivers. Not all scholars 
would  strictly  agree  with  taxonomy  however,  as  Walker  at  al.  (2008)  consider  investors  and 
shareholders an internal motivator, while competitive advantage is viewed by Sajjad et al. (2015) 
as an instrumental internal motivator.  
To further account for the fact that not all motivators are created equal in all circumstances, 
Chkanikova and Mont borrowed from stakeholder theory (Mitchell et al., 1997) and the concept 
of  salience  to  account  for  differences.  The  three  aspects  of  salience  –  legitimacy  (validity  of 
claims),  urgency  (degree  of  pressure),  and  power  (degree  of  power/dominance)  –  define  the 
criticality of sustainability demands and thus the likelihood that they will translate into 
sustainability initiatives. This is closely related to the findings of Meixell and Luoma (2014) who 
concluded  in  their  study  that  stakeholder  pressure  may  result  in  either  simple  awareness  of 
sustainability, adoption of sustainability goals, or actual implementation of sustainability practices, 
and that different types of stakeholders seem to have dissimilar influence on SSCM decisions.  
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External and internal and instrumental and normative motivators are by no means mutually 
exclusive and the impetus to adopt SSCM policies can arise from any combination of triggers. For 
example,  in  a  study  of  New  Zealand  companies  conducted  by  Sajjad  et  al.  (2015),  managers 
reported  that  managerial  sustainability  values  were  a  key  part  of  SSCM  introduction  and 
implementation, yet they also recognized the importance of SSCM as a strong risk management 
strategy. Generally, there seems to be little consensus in the literature regarding the importance or 
influence of external versus internal motivators, particularly in regards to performance outcomes 
(Meixell and Luoma, 2014), although Walker et al. (2008) do suggest in their literature review that 
there are more studies identifying external rather than internal drivers. Part of the difficulty of 
generalizing may be that some factors, particularly internal normative ones like personal attitudes, 
can  be  difficult  to  investigate  since  reported  attitudes  may  not  actually  translate  into  concrete 
outcomes (Cassells and Lewis, 2011). In fact, the common success factors used to measure SSCM 
outcomes such as cost reductions or customer loyalty rates (Wittstruck and Teuteberg, 2012) are 
often derived from more economic drivers, and may thus inadvertently ignore those driving factors 
which are more difficult to measure.   
 In the case of SMEs however, the dogma that normative internal motivators are paramount 
is consistently circulated throughout the literature. Noticeable emphasis is placed especially on the 
values and beliefs of the owner-manager of the firm as the primary determinant of the types of 
sustainability policies and practices undertaken (Cassells and Lewis, 2011; Ciliberti et al., 2008; 
Jenkins, 2006; 2004; Murillo and Lozano, 2006). Yet some studies, like the one conducted by 
Pederson (2009) have indicated that internal normative motives do not seem to correlate directly 
with the likelihood of sustainable practices in the supply chain, rather SSCM can be the result of 
either deeply held values or narrow economic interest. This echoes the aforementioned research of 
Cassells and Lewis (2011) who found in their literature review that SME owners’ positive attitudes 
towards the environment did not always turn into environmentally responsible practices, 
challenging their primacy as a driving force. Lepoutre and Heene (2006) also argued that the norms 
and pressures from peers, the community, and local business culture surpass and can even supplant 
the values of the small business owner. Similarly contested is the impact of customers as external 
motivators. Hall (2001) and Studer et al. (2005) found that small businesses were especially under 
pressure from their customers, yet Ciliberti et al. (2008) and Hillary (2004;2017/2000) found the 
opposite to be true with consumer behavior considered a non-influential driver. The contradictory 
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nature  of  current  research  (contestations  can  be  found  for  numerous  other  factors),  makes  it 
undoubtedly difficult to draw any substantive conclusions from the literature on the importance of 
certain drivers over others. This highlights why a model such as Chkanikova and Mont’s is useful 
for internalizing the moderating role that saliency and other factors can have on SSCM drivers on 
a case-by-case basis.  
2.5.2 Strategic Values  
In  Beske  and  Seuring’s  conceptual  model  the  first  category,  strategic  values,  refers  to  the 
orientation  of  the  firm,  or  in  other  words,  the  antecedents  imperative  for  engaging  in  SSCM 
practices.  As  described  in  the  previous  section,  different  motivators  or  drivers  may  trigger 
sustainability awareness, but a different set of circumstances are needed to translate awareness to 
adoption  of  goals  or  implementation  of  practices  (Meixell  and  Luoma,  2014;  De  Bakker  and 
Nijhof,  2002).  For  example,  government  legislation,  often  considered  a  key  driver  of  SSCM 
practices, is no guarantee for improved sustainability performance as subsequent firm behavior 
can be purely reactive (Walker et al., 2008). However, coupled with a TBL, proactive orientation, 
legislation can be a great catalyst for outstanding sustainability performance. 
While a general awareness of sustainability likely exists in most if not all companies today, 
the  difference  between  the  “reactive”  company  and  the  company  that  takes  the  effort  of 
transforming its supply chain, is sustainability or TBL as a core value (Beske and Seuring, 2014). 
Pagell and Wu (2009) view this as a type of integration where sustainability goals, practices, and 
cognitions are linked to SCM and sustainability becomes a part of everyone’s job as well as a daily 
conversation, not just something that happens in a separate entity. On a tangible level this means 
having  written  policies,  sustainability  training  for  employees,  performance  management,  and 
relevant rewards and incentives, among other things (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012; Pagell and 
Wu, 2009). Sustainability also needs to be a core, explicit part of the company’s strategy and not 
something  that  is  added  on  later  or  managed  independently  (Carter  and  Rogers,  2008).  If 
sustainability is purely a business case (and not a value in and of itself), it can be difficult to find 
the impetus to go further once the low-hanging fruit have been harvested (Banerjee, 2008). A key 
factor in ensuring TBL orientation is top management involvement and buy-in (Pagell and Wu, 
2009; Seuring and Muller, 2008), with management commitment to sustainability being especially 
